Identifying the patient with sleep apnea: upper airway assessment and physical examination.
Since the final common pathway for obstructive sleep apnea is obstruction of the upper airway during nocturnal respiration, examination and assessment of the anatomy of the upper airway plays a central role in patient evaluation. Since the upper airway begins at the nose and lips and ends at the larynx, a complete assessment of the upper airway evaluates this entire length of this anatomic region including the bony framework and soft tissue. Though office assessment of these structures does not necessarily mimic the appearance of behavior of these structures during physiologic sleep, the office examination can give important information as to the site of obstruction during sleep that can help direct therapy.